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Whilst most tax authorities throughout the world publish their organisation’s objectives and policies, 
hitherto, there is very little research investigating the attitudes of those at the ‘front line’, namely tax 
from the Inland Revenue Board Malaysia (IRBM) who are also the directors of investigation branches 
and divisions throughout the country. The sensitive area of criminal tax investigations as opposed to civil 
investigations is also examined in this article. An individual semi-structured interview method was used for 
high integrity as well as their capacity for being a good team worker. In addition, the other factors that 
tax law complexity, whilst important, was found to be relatively less important than the foregoing factors. 
international research, and uses Australian and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) policies and recommendations as comparative reference points wherever possible.
1.0 INTRODUCTION
it as a serious crime that warrants a heavy sentence such as imprisonment. Nevertheless, tax evasion is 
not a victimless crime as it reduces revenue collections, which in turn affect social and economic equity.1 
1 Director of Public Prosecutions for the Commonwealth of Australia v Gregory
336 at [51] and [52].
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Furthermore, a culture of rampant tax evasion serves no justice for honest taxpayers who diligently pay 
2
The quote also emphasises the great importance of a reliable tax system to ensure a sense of fairness 
short, every tax system must have an effective enforcement system to ensure full compliance among its 
taxpaying citizens.3
Thus, the literature on tax evasion arguably remains somewhat elusive and uncertain.
4
activities in Malaysia by attempting to establish the determinants for effective tax investigations of the 
IRBM. An exploratory study using a qualitative research method is adopted and the outcomes from this 
5 country, Australia is preferred as 
though Australia is a developed country while Malaysia is in the advanced stage of being a developing 
country. Historically, both countries share many similar British legacies that include tax laws and both are 
activities.6
Model which is remodelled as an IRBM Responsive Compliance Model.7
and context provided by the literature review. Secondly, the research methodology is presented to illustrate 
2 Public 
Papers of the Presidents of the United States: John F Kennedy; containing the public messages, speeches, and statements of 
the President, 1961-1963
3 
4 McClatchy-Tribune Business News
5 The OECD is based in Paris, France and has 34 countries as its members that include Australia, Japan, New Zealand, the 
United States of America and the United Kingdom.
6 IRBM Tax Investigation Framework Compliance Program 2012-13
7 
Improving 
Tax Compliance in the Cash Economy
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that incorporate policy implications and future research directions.
2.0 BACKGROUND
2.1 Tax Compliance
In any tax system, the tax authority needs to have an enforcement system because in the absence of an 
8
disregard of the law among its citizens.9
Tax evasion involves intentional actions by taxpayers to reduce their tax liability illegally.10 This may 
include reducing taxation liabilities by concealing income or declaring expenses or tax offsets that do not 
exist. According to the ATO, tax evasion occurs when a taxpayer deliberately misleads the tax authority 
about his/her income activities with the intention to understate his/her tax liability.11
Tax avoidance involves any action by taxpayers to reduce their tax obligation based on rules and 
guidelines permissible under the tax laws.12 The difference between tax evasion and tax avoidance depends 
on the provisions and requirements of the tax laws. Tax avoidance differs from tax evasion in that a person 
engaged in tax avoidance may comply with the letter of the law while at the same time trying to gain a 
avoidance per se constitutes tax evasion.
Since the establishment of the seminal theory by Allingham and Sandmo,13 there have been various 
studies conducted with research questions ranging from issues on how to reduce tax evasion, the reasons 
why tax evasion is committed, what motivates tax evasion and which category of taxpayers has the most 










Handbook of Public Economics
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which covers social, psychological and demographical aspects of taxpayers.15 The social psychology studies 
cover the behavioural aspects of taxpayers such as attitude, social norms, demography and perception 
of important tax variables. Fiscal psychology is the combination of variables from both economic and 
psychology models.16
17 In addition, 
parameters such as tax penalties, probability of detection and tax rates.18
The studies on tax compliance have evolved over time and have attracted many researchers including 
and academic judgment.19 However, studies on tax evasion until today are yet to establish a comprehensive 
20 Furthermore, 
it is not easy to gather data or information from respondents in surveys related to tax evasion because of its 
21
2.2 Tax Penalties
compliance. Overall, studies postulate that penalties and sanctions serve as a punitive mechanism to 
deter wrongdoers and potential wrongdoers.22 Under the economic deterrence model, there is a positive 





American Academy of Political and Social Science 28 at 29.
18 
19 See Devos, above n 15, at 1.
20 
19 International Tax and Public Finance 54 at 55.
21 
27 Journal of Economic Surveys 941.
22 
23 
3 Journal of Public Economics 201.
24 
Review 1.
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2.3 Complex Tax Laws
Complex tax laws involve various aspects of taxation that include how much tax should be paid, how 
interest.25 One of the main reasons that contribute to complex tax laws is the use of too much discretion 
in the interpretations of the tax laws.26 As always, this will create many disputes and claims depending on 
which side of the law is being advocated. Other than taxpayers and tax practitioners, complex tax laws 
directly affect tax administrators as well.27 From a legal perspective, Evans and Tran Nam28 described tax 
law complexity based on its language, structure and content while Slemrod29 termed tax law complexity 
30
2.4 
struggle to perform their duties.31
32 




27 Margaret McKerchar “Tax Complexity and Its Impact on Tax Compliance and Tax Administration in Australia” in James Dalton 
The IRS Research Bulletin: Proceedings of the 2007 IRS Research Conference
28 
at 343.
29 Taxpayer Compliance 
[Volume 2: Social Science Perspectives]





33 Shawn L Berman, Jonathan Down and Charles WL Hill “Tacit Knowledge as a Source of Competitive Advantage in the National 
34 
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goodwill, brand identity and a good reputation.35
36
2.5 Tax Enforcement Strategy
In order to ensure optimal compliance and engender a sense of fairness, a tax system must have a reliable 
and effective tax enforcement strategy.37 Tax enforcement strategies are designed with the intention to reduce 
opportunities for potential tax evaders.38 The process of determining what is an optimal tax enforcement 
strategy is not straightforward because there are many issues, features and options to consider which may 
vary from one tax system to another.39 Generally, there are two designs for creating a tax enforcement 
40
Tax enforcement strategies include legal powers of the tax authority, tax penalties and organisational 
strategy.41
enforcement activities. In addition, penalties for tax fraud or evasion also fall under the scope of legal 
power. In terms of organisational strategy, the establishment of a tax enforcement strategy depends very 
much on the general policy of each tax administration. For example, a tax authority may want to improve 
42
2.6 Effective Tax Enforcement
A good tax system depends on effective tax enforcement because the main purpose of tax enforcement is 
to deter tax evasion activities and safeguard the interests of complying taxpayers.43 Deterrence is described 
as the act of punishment that attempts to deter those who are punished for their wrongdoings and, at the 
same time, serves as deterrence for potential wrongdoers within the society.44
35 Perry Pascarella “Harnessing Knowledge” Management Review 
36 Harvard Business 
Review
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45 However, tax enforcement is 
costly and may distort many decisions involving tax revenue collections and government expenditures.46 
47
In other words, any tax system should not ignore tax enforcement because the threat of possible audits or 
investigations is important to ensure greater compliance among taxpayers.48
2.7 Previous Studies in Malaysia
Research on tax compliance in Malaysia has dominantly focused on individual taxpayers. Hanefah49 
tax law complexity. The ensuing studies mostly focused on the social psychological aspects such as the 
of fairness,50 51 52 and religiosity.53
There have been only a few studies involving corporate taxpayers in Malaysia even though companies 





of Economic Studies 165.








54 IRBM Annual Report 2010
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companies in Malaysia.55
56 The most 
recent study involving corporate taxpayers was by Sapiei and Kasipillai who explored the impacts of the 
57
Studies on tax enforcement and deterrence have been equally limited in Malaysia. First, Kasipillai, 
Baldry and Rao tried to estimate the size and determinants of hidden income and tax evasion in Malaysia 
58 They suggested that the decline of the hidden economy in 
Malaysia was probably due to the gradual reduction of the income tax rate from 1971 to 1994. In 2003, 
Kasipillai, Aripin and Amran59 conducted further research in this area by evaluating the impact of tax 
education on tax avoidance and tax evasion among undergraduates in Malaysia. They found that there was 
Hitherto, IRBM has focussed on civil tax investigations that feature a penalty regime consisting 
of monetary tax penalties. Criminal tax investigations were introduced in 2003 with the intention of 
60 
from 954 civil tax investigation cases while the Criminal Tax Investigation Division managed to progress 





3 American Journal of Economics 75.
58 Jeyapalan Kasipillai, Jonathan Baldry and DS Prasada Rao “Estimating the Size and Determinants of Hidden Income and Tax 
59 
60 IRBM Annual Report 2003
61 
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2.8 Relevant Australian Literature and Experience
Australia has generated many tax research studies involving compliance costs,62 compliance behaviour,63 
tax evasion,64 tax deterrence,65 tax morale,66 tax complexity,67 and tax administration.68 For the purpose of 
this study, the researchers succinctly review previous studies on tax enforcement, tax evasion and deterrence 
as this is of most relevance to this research.
Devos69 has comprehensively examined important related issues such as the effects of tax penalties on 
measure deterrence and tax compliance behaviours of individual tax evaders in Australia. In 2004, Devos70 
investigated whether the introduction of new criminal taxation laws which intended to impose heavier 
selected from Australia, the United Kingdom and New Zealand. This study suggested that penalties, either 
71
72 
subsequently.73 Based on these studies, it can be concluded that the imposition or increase of taxation 
penalties forms only one part of many important determinants of an effective tax enforcement strategy even 
though their importance should not be underestimated.
A study by Williams on tax offenders in Australia suggested that a deterrence approach through severe 





66 Benno Torgler Tax Compliance and Tax Morale: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis
BTR 587.
67 
Journal of Taxation Law and Policy 153.
68 
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74 In 2007, Devos further recommended that the 
combination of selected variables from demographic variables with the ones from the economic deterrence 
model would improve the deterrence impact among taxpayers.75 In a later study, he explored the attitudes and 
their tax compliance behaviour.76
77
agencies.78
liabilities from 3,383 audits and reviews. Up until 30 January 2013, 69 individuals have been charged in 
court and 34 of them have been convicted with imprisonment.79
tax compliance. The outcomes from some academic studies in Australia also support that tax compliance 
would not necessarily improve with the introduction of high penalties.
3.0 RESEARCH DESIGN, METHOD AND OBJECTIVES
3.1 Data Collection Method and Sample of Study
validate or compensate the shortcomings of another.80
research process that involves both qualitative and quantitative approaches of a study with a common focus 
74 
75 Devos, above n 44. The economic deterrence model consists of variables such as tax rates, tax penalties, probability of being 
age, education, occupation and personal ethics.
76 
77 
78 Targeting tax crime 8
79 At 7.
80 
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to achieve a better understanding of research problems.81
82
This article presents only the qualitative part of the larger study as the quantitative part of the study 
was yet to be done. As this study is an exploratory research, the quantitative study should be conducted 
after the completion of the qualitative study. A qualitative study is generally inductive and interpretive in 
nature even though a deductive approach can still be adopted based on previous studies in the particular 
83 The researcher interpreted all information gathered based on research resources available 
and through personal observations.84
The scope for this research covered the directors of investigation from the IRBM who in practice act as 
they are the best resource persons for a study of this nature because they are directly involved in tax 
investigation cases. In addition, they are also involved with the implementation of tax policies and the 
planning of enforcement strategies in the IRBM.
for a qualitative study where a researcher can easily adjust interview questions according to the situation and 
clarify uncertainties. This approach also helps the researcher to observe the body language and expression 
of the interviewees.85
adapted accordingly to suit the interview circumstances.86
interview protocol through nine primary questions and subsequently, these nine primary questions were 
dispersed into 18 secondary questions that were going to be used for interviews. The 18 questions consist of 
answers for their research questions.87
88 Finally, the usual ethical 
protocols were adhered to as required.
81 Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research
82 
of Mixed Methods Research 112 at 123.
83 John W Creswell Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches
84 See McKerchar, above n 80, at 10.
85 Research Methods for Business: A Skill Building Approach
86 Research Methods for Business Students
87 
88 A copy of the information and consent forms, and the questions used during the interviews, is set out in Appendices 1 and 2 to 
this article.
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3.2 Data Analysis
In this study, thematic analysis was used to analyse and interpret all data gathered from the interviews. 
from this data.89
90
was consistent with their answers during interviews.91
3.3 Research Objectives and Questions










Further Global Challenges in Tax Administration
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agreed to be interviewed voluntarily.
90 minutes each. Due to the delicate nature of this study and as a sign of mutual respect, there was no 
recording using any electronic device. All responses were noted down through handwriting and were 












Number of years working with the IRBM
Less than 20 years 0 0
More than 20 years 16 100
Number of years doing tax investigation
Less than 10 years 0 0
10 to 15 years 5 31
More than 15 years 11 69
Less than 10 8 50
10 or more 8 50
Type of tax investigation done in branch
Civil tax investigation only 10 62
Both civil and criminal tax investigation 6 38
4.3 Discussions on the Findings from Interviews
4.3.1 Overview
This study has adopted a deductive approach by deriving the important variables of effective tax 
investigations based on previous studies of tax enforcement. However, due to the exploratory nature of 
this study, an inductive approach was adopted as well to improve on new ideas. After the interviews, the 
4.3.2 Complexity of Tax Laws
Complexity of tax laws has been studied and discussed in previous tax literature with most of the 
many differences in the studies in terms of tax systems, tax laws, research methods, population of the 
in different inferences.
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to the interviewees, the IRBM has its own resource persons either from the Tax Policy Department or 
intention to have effective tax investigations in Malaysia, which implies that the intention to have effective 
Our intention to achieve effective tax investigation has nothing to do [with] whether our tax laws are simple or not. 
Of course it is good to have simple tax laws but having said that, a simple tax law has nothing to do with our 
intention to achieve effective tax investigation. We can always achieve effective tax investigation even though our 
4.3.3 Knowledge and skills
cases.
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the quality of his/her tax investigation will be affected as well. I handle this issue at my branch by mixing the 
will be enhanced. This will help us to achieve a highly effective tax investigation. In my branch, I encourage my 
to ensure its success.
It is also interesting to note that all investigation branches in Malaysia have a mixture of experienced and 
4.3.4 Enforcement strategy
costs of tax collection, to enhance tax compliance and to establish an effective tax enforcement system.96 
It is apparent that one of the objectives is to have a sound tax enforcement system, which acts as a 
taxpayers report their income as required by the tax laws.
96 IRBM Annual Report 2001
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deterrence among taxpayers, especially possible tax evaders. In order to achieve high deterrence, tax 
investigations must be highly effective. Thus, one of the determinants for effective tax investigation is 
investigation cases based on planned annual targets in terms of case settlements and tax collections. The 
objective of the tax enforcement strategy is to enforce the tax laws on tax evaders with the intention to deter 
tax evaders and potential tax evaders.
and they collectively agreed that high deterrence and compliance are the outcome of an effective tax 
enforcement system.
Our current enforcement strategy is satisfactory and practical because all the while for the past 20 years or more, 
future direction in tax investigation because for your information, we have announced that we are going to fully 
tax enforcement is feasible within the Malaysian tax environment, it is still not in full force yet. Criminal 
focus has always been on civil tax investigations. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 14 interviewees 
gradual rollout may explain the current and continuing emphasis on civil investigations.
experts. This has also contributed to a slow learning and transition process from civil tax investigation 
investigation.
We have introduced criminal tax investigation a few years ago without updating or upgrading our own Income Tax 
We could not proceed fully with criminal tax investigation for the last few years because our tax laws are not 
Second, the delay was due to the unhurried enactment of the relevant income tax laws to suit the criminal 
Criminal tax investigation has been introduced but so far we have not seen any enhancement in the income tax 
laws to state this intention. The ones we have in our income tax laws now are quite unclear and may be subject to 
on criminal tax investigation. Some of our Standard Operating Procedure on criminal tax investigation are also 
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In addition, the interviewees stated that the IRBM now has extensive statutory power to investigate 
97 This law empowers the IRBM to request the Malaysian 
inside and outside Malaysia.
4.3.5 Tax penalties
whether a high amount of tax penalty supports the intention to achieve effective tax investigations, which 
evaders but not now anymore. The penalties are just money for them. Even if they get caught, they will pay and 
impact on them. This is based on my own experience where in the subsequent period of investigation, the tax 
This indicates that high deterrence is not necessarily achieved through heavy penalties per se but also 
relies on other approaches such as practice of procedural fairness, show of general respect for taxpayers and 
fairness in the enforcement of the tax laws.
because of the remoteness of their operations and publicity.98 All participants pointed out that almost all 
general taxpayers do not feel the deterrent effect of tax investigations at all.
99
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because in criminal tax investigation, we rely heavily on good cases provided by this Department. If good cases 
The other factor that needs to be improved is our information/database system which has to be strong and reliable. 
In addition, all participants agreed that most investigation branches have to rely on their own appointed 
corresponds with the traditional deterrence model that a low probability of being audited or investigated 
will lower the tax compliance level. Based on the explanation above, the existence of tax fraud issues in 
4.4 Effective Tax Investigations
of investigation until the day of case settlement. Subsequently, the spillover impact is felt by many other 
taxpayers, that is, those who are deterred by the outcome of the tax investigation cases. In other words, 
effective tax investigations instil deterrence indirectly on taxpayers and directly on tax evaders who have 
been investigated. Nine out of the 13 participants above added that effective tax investigation contributes 
to high compliance among tax evaders who are deterred by the outcomes of their tax investigation cases. 
sound tax enforcement system.
[The number] of cases settled and [the] amount of tax collected are just secondary to me. For me an effective tax 
For me, a tax investigation is considered effective if there is a high level of compliance and deterrence on all 
strategies that should be adopted by the IRBM is increasing the volume of tax investigation cases. This is 
based on the perception that an increase in the volume of tax investigation cases is equivalent to an increase 
4.5 Tax Deterrence in Malaysia
As mentioned above, 10 interview participants perceived that the number of taxpayers selected for tax 
December 2014 409
 Determinants of Effective Tax Investigations in Malaysia
among the taxpayer population in Malaysia. The perceptions of two interview participants in this respect 
addition, when we conduct any raid for tax investigation, we are not allowed to publicise this matter in the media 
when we only investigate less than 0.5 per cent of taxpayers annually. The other factor that might affect the 
and very limited. We need more reliable and expansive [databases] so that our tax investigation will become more 
presence of tax investigation intensity from the IRBM. However, in fairness to the IRBM, many other 
political will to increase its efforts in this regard.
The other issue that has been explored by the researcher is whether tax investigation activities in Malaysia 
tax evaders. I have experienced this from my own branch where the same tax evaders will still commit the same 
tax frauds even after being investigated before. These are the taxpayers who deserve to be punished and sentenced 
because our tax investigation is not thorough enough to uncover/detect all tax frauds or these tax evaders simply 
criminal tax investigation … ie [the] IRBM is not interested in your money anymore but is going to put you in jail 
The other reason that may contribute to low deterrence among taxpayers in Malaysia is the ability of 
the IRBM to detect and select worthy cases for either audit or investigation. Eleven interview participants 
opinion, is still lagging operationally.
5.0 CONCLUDING REMARKS
This article has sought to explore the determinants of effective tax investigations and perceptions of the 
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the perspective of a tax authority. In addition, the data obtained from the tax professionals within the tax 
investigation system. On the other hand, any misjudgement in the selection and recruitment of investigation 
deterrence through effective tax investigation.
The other important variable established in this study is the tax enforcement strategy of the IRBM, which 
can be divided into operational and statutory parts. On the operational side, all participants supported that 
reality, it may not necessarily be possible due to the limited resources made available for the IRBM. On the 
statutory side, it is beyond the scope of this study because the current researchers perceive that the statutory 
and potentially increase the number of tax investigation cases. First, the number of investigation cases 
settled can be expedited by having simpler procedures on the application of the tax laws. For example, all 
participants envisaged that the current tax penalty scheme for tax investigation cases could be made simpler 
Second, most of the participants agreed that the operational function of tax investigation would be more 
need as much relevant information from as many databases as possible to provide documentary evidence for 
the IRBM as the main provider for quality investigation cases.
Malaysia who are expected to perform their duties in relation to approximately 5.7 million registered 
Malaysian taxpayers.100
are needed by the IRBM to properly discharge its functions. This study also indicates that high monetary 
penalties do not necessarily instil deterrence, especially among habitual tax offenders.
explored. However, it has indicated the need for possible future research in tax enforcement, especially in 
100 IRBM Annual Report 2010
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Malaysia. First, there is a possibility to study further on the perceptions of taxpayers and tax practitioners 
on tax enforcement in Malaysia. Second, this study also paves the way for a triangular study between tax 
authorities, tax practitioners and taxpayers on tax enforcement activities in Malaysia.
The researchers conclude that there are some impediments for the IRBM to instil deterrence among 
taxpayers in Malaysia. This is because on the one hand, it anticipates the spillover effects from tax 
investigation to deter other taxpayers while on the other hand, the IRBM is prohibited under the Income 
tax investigation. The prohibition extends to settled tax investigation cases as well. This seems to detract 
IRBM has shown positive initiatives to move forward with the intention to strengthen its tax enforcement 
system.
Accepted for publication on 12 September 2014
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APPENDIX 1
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET
Tax Investigation And Determinants Of Its Effectiveness In Malaysia From Inland Revenue Board’s 
Perspective.
Dear Participant,
I am a Doctoral Research Student at the Tax Policy Research Unit, School of Economics and Finance, Curtin 
University, Western Australia. As part of the requirements to accomplish my PhD journey, I am conducting 
a qualitative research to explore the probable factors that affect the effectiveness of tax investigation in 
Malaysia.
in Malaysia in achieving high tax deterrence among taxpayers.
and anonymity is fully assured. On the other hand, you may also withdraw from the study at any time 
without obligation.
sign the Consent Form attached.
Jeff.Pope@cbs.curtin.edu.au
This interview exercise has been approved by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee 
Secretary
Human Research Ethics Committee
P.O. Box U1987
Perth WA 6845 Australia
hrec@curtin.edu.au
John Tensay Peter Raig
Doctoral Research Student
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CONSENT FORM
Tax Investigation And Determinants Of Its Effectiveness In Malaysia From Inland Revenue Board’s 
Perspective.
The following consent form is provided with respect to the interview session.
I have read the information sheet and understand the purpose of the study and have been given the 
without obligation.
purpose only. Hence, any published material hereafter will not include my name or other identifying 
this date in a secured place at Curtin University.
On the basis of the above, I agree to participate in this study.
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR INVESTIGATIONS OFFICERS OF 
THE INLAND REVENUE BOARD MALAYSIA
2. The interpretation and application of certain tax laws are always subjected to disputes even among the 
ambiguous tax laws with taxpayers/tax agents. What is your view on this matter?
comment on how you handle this issue at your branch/department.
detect tax fraud as well. This may result in varying quality of tax investigation. What is your opinion 
about this perception and how do you rectify this matter?
be highly regarded and respected?
14. Criminal tax investigation has been introduced in Malaysia few years ago and so far we have not 
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15. In your opinion, do you prefer investigation cases to be conducted in groups or individually among 
your subordinates? Why?
assessment regarding this matter.
area/areas need to be improved in order to achieve a highly effective tax investigation in Malaysia.
